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Ice stream motion facilitated by a
shallow-deforming and accreting bed
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Simon J. Carr6, Jeremy C. Ely4, Adriano Ribolini7, Wojciech Wysota8 & Izabela Szuman9
Ice streams drain large portions of ice sheets and play a fundamental role in governing their
response to atmospheric and oceanic forcing, with implications for sea-level change.
The mechanisms that generate ice stream ﬂow remain elusive. Basal sliding and/or bed
deformation have been hypothesized, but ice stream beds are largely inaccessible. Here we
present a comprehensive, multi-scale study of the internal structure of mega-scale glacial
lineations (MSGLs) formed at the bed of a palaeo ice stream. Analyses were undertaken at
macro- and microscales, using multiple techniques including X-ray tomography, thin sections
and ground penetrating radar (GPR) acquisitions. Results reveal homogeneity in stratigraphy,
kinematics, granulometry and petrography. The consistency of the physical and geological
properties demonstrates a continuously accreting, shallow-deforming, bed and invariant basal
conditions. This implies that ice stream basal motion on soft sediment beds during MSGL
formation is accommodated by plastic deformation, facilitated by continuous sediment supply
and an inefﬁcient drainage system.
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I
ce streams play a fundamental role in the mass balance of ice
sheets1. They have been referred to as the arteries of an ice
sheet, because they can discharge 490% of their mass ﬂux2,3.
Model predictions of ice sheet response to atmospheric and
oceanic forcing and associated sea-level ﬂuctuations could
be greatly improved by a more complete understanding of
ice streams and their mechanisms of ﬂow. Rare glimpses of ice
stream beds, through geophysical and borehole observations4,
have led to two possible explanations of the mechanisms
governing ice stream ﬂow: (i) basal sliding facilitated by water
pressures at overburden5,6, with the ice stream effectively
decoupled from its bed7, and (ii) basal motion accommodated
via deformation of either thick (several metres)8,9 or thin
(centimetres to decimetres)10,11 layers of the underlying ‘soft’
sediments. Resolution of this debate has fundamental
implications for subglacial sediment erosion, transport and
deposition. A better understanding of processes at the ice
stream bed could also lead to the development of more
sophisticated and robust models of ice stream ﬂow dynamics
and, ultimately, ice sheet mass balance and sea-level change.
For example, recent modelling has highlighted that the
relationship between basal friction and sliding is a key
‘unknown’ when attempting to model Antarctica’s future
contribution to sea-level rise12.
When ice stream beds are associated with the presence of soft
sediments, they are typically organized into corrugations known
as mega-scale glacial lineations (MSGLs)13. These extremely
elongated landforms have been observed evolving under an
Antarctic ice stream14 and are common along palaeo-ice stream
troughs proximal to the present day Antarctic ice streams15 and
in numerous palaeo ice-sheet settings as well, both onshore and
offshore16,17. As MSGLs are produced at the ice stream bed, an
analysis of their sedimentary properties can contribute to
the debate on their genesis18–20 and advance understanding of
ice stream motion by potentially distinguishing between basal
sliding and bed deformation as a mechanism of fast ﬂow.
During the last glaciation, the SE sector of the Scandinavian Ice
Sheet covered much of the Baltic region and was drained by
a series of ice streams16,21. This study focuses on the Odra
palaeo-ice stream (OPIS), located in Poland near the city of
Poznan´, close to the B21 ka Leszno phase ice margin,
representing the local last glacial maximum22,23. The bed of the
OPIS, exposed across a region of over 1,000 km2 in the
Wielkopolska Lowland, is underlain by a thick (B30m)
sequence of Quaternary sediments and represents one of the
few regions in onshore Europe to show a well-preserved
assemblage of MSGLs.
The OPIS MSGLs are characterized by the same long axis
orientation (B130N), a regular spacing (crest-to-crest distance)
of 500–700m, and a generally low relief of 2–4m (Fig. 1), which
is consistent with previous measurements from a variety of ice
stream beds24. Some of the MSGLs can be traced continuously for
over 16 km and they are thought to have been originally much
longer, with deglacial meltwater channels and the extensive
urbanization of Poznan´ interrupting their continuity23.
Here we present a suite of detailed sedimentological analyses
from ten sites located across the best-preserved part of the OPIS
MSGL ﬁeld, including ridge crests and ﬂanks. Results reveal, at
all sites and depths, that the sediment has near-identical
granulometry, strong and consistent macro- and microfabric,
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Figure 1 | Map and location of sample sites. The OPIS bed, Poland (a). It comprises a series of MSGLs indicative of a NW–SE ice ﬂow (blue arrow) with
considerable elongation (b) and is characterized by very low relief (c). Ten trenches (labelled with capital letters) (b,d) along the crests and ﬂanks of the
MSGLs were opened and analysed in detail (e, showing site K).
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and similar petrography, whereas the stratigraphy is
represented by a single massive unit of silty–sandy diamicton.
The homogenization of the OPIS bed and the ﬁne-grained nature
of the sediment indicate ice stream basal conditions dominated by
continuous sediment accretion and shallow, but pervasive,
deformation during the formation of MSGLs.
Results
Stratigraphy and sedimentology. With the exception of two
relatively small structures (one ice wedge cast at site T and
some rootlets at site D), all ten sites present an identical
stratigraphy, with only slight variations in the modern soil
depth, typically 0.3–0.5m from the ground surface (Fig. 1e).
The sediment body comprising the bulk of the MSGLs’
relief is characterized by a homogeneous single unit of
massive, matrix-supported, silty–sandy diamicton, lacking
any evidence of outcrop-scale glaciotectonism (for example,
thrusting and folding; Supplementary Fig. 1). The
diamicton appears yellow, apart from a few rare patches where
calciﬁcation has occurred, usually affecting areas o200 cm2.
Gravel-sized clasts (2–64mm) are rare and cobbles (464mm)
are extremely rare. At no site was any other sedimentary unit
exposed.
The ground penetrating radar (GPR) reached the water
table (typically 2–3m) and, with the exception of a few inﬁlled
palaeo-channels and small oblique and discordant reﬂections,
interpreted as ice wedge casts, the410 km of GPR lines revealed
a uniform radar stratigraphy. This indicates that the trench data
are representative of the MSGL ﬁeld. All 200MHz acquisitions,
an example of which can be seen in Fig. 2a, show a series of
surface waves followed by only one clear subsurface reﬂection, the
depth of which corresponds to that of the soil base.
This reﬂection, almost perfectly parallel to the surface, indicates
the stratigraphic change from the organic, aerated soil above to
the diamicton below. The slight irregularity of this interface, the
depth of which varies from 0.3 to 0.5m from the ground level
(veriﬁed by augering and observations in the trenches), is most
likely to be due to agricultural activity. No other reﬂections are
evident below this interface, suggesting either a complete absence
of structures or a lack of penetration or resolution. Given the
sandy nature of the sediment, it is unlikely that penetration was
limited to only the ﬁrst 0.3–0.5m of the proﬁle. A complete lack
of structures at greater depths is conﬁrmed by all 40MHz
acquisitions (for example, see Fig. 2b). Besides the usual surface
waves and their multiples, and the soil–diamicton interface
reﬂector and its multiple, all 40MHz proﬁles reveal no other
reﬂector to a depth ofB2–3m where a series of strong reﬂectors
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Figure 2 | Two GPR proﬁles from the 200 and 40MHz surveys. Details are enlarged and coloured in correspondence to the auger samplings (WP) and, in
two cases, further enlargements show the strongest reﬂectors identiﬁed within each proﬁle. In a, the only signiﬁcant reﬂector besides the surface waves is
found at a variable depth of 0.3–0.5m, and augering and trench observations conﬁrm this to be the boundary between the organic soil and the diamicton
below. In b, the only signiﬁcant reﬂector is veriﬁed at a depth of 1.8–2.6m and augering conﬁrms this to correspond to the water table/capillarity fringe
system within the diamicton. All other reﬂectors, parallel to the surface or the water table, are interpreted as multiples.
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are generated corresponding with the water table and capillary
fringe system (veriﬁed by augering and observations in the
trenches). This follows the same geometry as the topography,
although it becomes slightly shallower in the deepest part of the
proﬁles (MSGL troughs).
Macroscale fabric. Clast a-axis macrofabric was measured at
multiple depths in ten sites across the OPIS bed, including some
that are kilometres apart along the same MSGL crest (for
example, site T and E) and others that are distributed across the
same MSGL ﬂank, from near the trough to the crest (site T, X, Y
and Z). The azimuth and dip of a minimum of 30 clasts, with an
elongation ratioZ2:1 (a:b axes) and typically a-axis in the range
of 5–20mm, were measured from an area of B30 10 cm2 at
each depth interval. Clast macrofabric along the crest of, or
across, the same MSGL was found to be similar, with no evidence
of any systematic variation horizontally and vertically (such as a
herringbone pattern) (Supplementary Table 1 and Fig. 3).
Macrofabrics are generally consistent across all sites and depths,
showing shallow dips and a dominant NW–SE direction,
concordant with MSGL long axis orientation (Supplementary
Table 1 and Fig. 4a). Eighty per cent of all S1 eigenvectors are
within 121.5(301.5)±11.5N. The normalized eigenvalues of the
macrofabric data are very high, with a mean value of 0.75.
The vast majority of fabric shapes, derived from the ratios
between the three main eigenvalues plotted on an equilateral
ternary diagram25, is concentrated on the cluster apex (Fig. 4b).
This indicates a very low isotropic index (that is, observations
conﬁned to a single plane or axis) and a very high elongation
index (that is, a strong preferred orientation and most
observations parallel to each other).
Thin section analysis. Microscale analysis of orientated thin
sections of the diamicton within the MSGLs reveals a complex,
but systematic, array of deformation fabrics, which can be
interpreted as having formed by the passive rotation of sand-
grade particles, into the planes of the foliations, deﬁning a
number of clast two-dimensional (2D) microfabrics26,27. Initial
analysis of all the thin sections revealed that the composition,
texture and structure of diamicton are uniform across the study
area. Consequently, subsequent analysis of the microfabrics
focused on site C, enabling any changes in the relative intensity
and/or style of deformation, upward through the sediment
proﬁle, to be examined in detail. In thin sections, the diamicton at
this site appears composed of ﬁne- to medium-grained,
matrix-supported, silty sand containing scattered, angular to
well-rounded granule, to small pebble-sized rock fragments
(limestone, granite, sandstone and schistose metamorphic
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Figure 3 | Stereoplots of clast macrofabric collected at key sites across the ﬂank of the same MSGL. At all depths and sites the same strong fabric is
evident, characterized by a NW–SE orientation and a dip angle of less than 10. Eigenvectors are visible as stars in the main plots. Samples are progressively
numbered according to their relative depth position, from the top of the diamicton (for example, T1F), close to the soil–diamicton boundary, to the deepest
portion of the diamicton reached at each trench (for example, T6F). Eighty per cent of all T, X, Y and Z S1 eigenvectors are within 121(301)±18N.
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rocks). Sand grains are mainly composed of monocrystalline
quartz and subordinate amounts of feldspar and exhibit preferred
shape alignments. The geometry of these microstructures in each
thin section were analysed using a standard methodology26. An
example of the resultant ‘microstructural map’ is shown in Fig. 5.
This analysis reveals that deformation was dominated by foliation
development with the lack of folding and/or faulting. The clast
2D microfabrics deﬁne a conjugate set of Riedel shears, as well as
a subhorizontal shear foliation (Fig. 5a,b). These probably
developed in response to shearing imposed by the overriding
ice, with the subhorizontal foliation having formed parallel to the
base of the ice (see Fig. 5a). The geometry, orientation and
kinematic indicators (for example, asymmetry of S-shaped 2D
microfabrics) recorded by the fabrics (see Fig. 5a,b) are consistent
throughout the sediment proﬁle and record an SE-directed sense
of shear, coincident with the long axes of the MSGLs and the
regional ice ﬂow pattern.
A prominent, subvertical foliation present within the lower
part of the diamicton sequence locally overprints the earlier shear
fabrics and is interpreted as recording the subsequent dewatering
of the sediments within the core of the MSGL. Dewatering and
consolidation would have been driven by the ice overburden
pressure. This may have occurred penecontemporaneous with
landform development, or shortly after the cessation of fast ice
ﬂow when the diamicton was unconsolidated and still able to
respond to the dewatering.
3D-computed X-ray microtomography analysis. The three-
dimensional (3D) visualization of the particle bulk phase of all
X-ray microtomography (mCT) scanned samples highlights that
within a complex overall fabric signature, two distinctive
geometries are represented by chains of particles (Fig. 6a).
The dominant geometry is of discrete planes of particles with
a-axes dipping apparently up-glacier at B24 relative to the
horizontal, whereas the second geometry has a more variable
(mean of B10 to the horizontal) down-ice dip (Fig. 6b). These
compare well with the two main Riedel shear geometries identi-
ﬁed in vertical thin sections (noted above). Quantiﬁcation of
particle fabrics from all scanned samples (a typical example of the
data is shown in Fig. 6c) illustrates a distinctive bimodal pattern,
with the main modes parallel to MSGL orientation (and inferred
ice ﬂow direction). Distinctive secondary modes are oriented
transverse to inferred ice-ﬂow direction and are most strongly
developed in the ﬁner particle fractions (b-axis o500 mm). Low
resulting V1 dip angles are a statistical artifact of eigenvector
analysis of samples with multiple fabric modes. Derived
eigenvalues remain broadly consistent between samples,
representing a strong girdle fabric shape in all samples. The
geometry and kinematics recorded by the mCT data sets are
spatially consistent: vertically within the sample, vertically within
each trench and between sites, and record a sense of shear that is
parallel to the orientation of the MSGLs and inferred ice-ﬂow
direction.
Petrography and granulometry. The clast (2–4mm) petrography
was determined on a minimum of 300 grains per depth
interval, with a distinction made between weathering-resistant
components including sedimentary, ﬂint, quartz and (red, light
and dark-coloured) crystalline lithologies, and components
susceptible to postdepositional weathering. Overall, the
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composition of lithologies is consistent across all samples (Fig. 7).
Within the weathering-resistant components, red crystalline
lithologies vary from 39 to 54%, light crystalline from 13 to 21%
and dark crystalline from 2 to 5%. The quartz component
comprises between 15 and 28%. Flint is always o3%, whereas
sedimentary components account for between 3 and 11%. A
detrended correspondence analysis shows minimal variability in
terms of s.d. units (axis 1¼ 0.28 and axis 2¼ 0.24) and a principal
component analysis indicates that Euclidean distance, in multi-
dimensional space, between the samples is very small and no
depth or site clustering pattern is revealed. The total composition
includes Palaeozoic limestone sourced from the Baltic Basin and
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Sample C1T: microfabric data sets
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Figure 6 | Visualization and fabric analysis of lCT sample C1T. (a) Visualization of the segmented bulk phase interpreted as skeleton particles. Within
what is a complex arrangement of particles (nZ120,000), it is possible to identify chains of particles reﬂecting two geometries, one dipping up-glacier by
B24 and the other dipping down glacier atB10 (it is noteworthy that the angles look steeper in the image due to the transposing of a 3D volume onto a
2D surface). (b) Identiﬁcation of the two main particle chain geometries, which are interpreted as representing the P- and R-type Riedel sets
identiﬁed in thin section. (c) Rose diagrams and contoured stereoplots of particle fabrics (aspect ratio41.5:1) from sample C1T. The large data set of fabric
analysis permits the partitioning of particle fabric data by particle size and identiﬁes that the multiple modes recorded in the full fabric data are a
consequence of systematic orientation of particle size fractions either parallel or transverse to ice-ﬂow direction. Original rose diagram eigenvectors and
eigenvalues can be found in Supplementary Table 2.
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crystalline rocks from the Scandinavian Shield, thus indicating a
far-travelled origin for much of the glacial sediment. Similar
compositions have been found in Germany and Denmark28–30,
and indicate deposition by ice of north-easterly provenance.
The o2mm fraction of all diamicton samples is largely
composed of sand (62–71%) with a minor component of silt
(29–38%) and low clay contents (4–9%) (Fig. 4c). Grain size
distributions are also consistent, even between sites as far apart as
6 km; within any particle size interval, the relative frequency
spread is less than 5% (Fig. 4d). No granulometric trends were
found either vertically or horizontally across all sites.
Discussion
In summary, ten sites were investigated and sampled at a high
vertical resolution, within the same MSGL and across multiple
MSGLs, and there are no obvious differences in clast macro- or
microfabric (orientation and strength), petrography and
granulometry. Sediment homogeneity might be responsible for
the lack of visible evidence of outcrop-scale thrusting or folding, as
these are difﬁcult to identify when they do not involve deformation
of distinctively different materials. However, given the density of
sampling, a variation in fabric should have been evident had
faulting or thrusting been present. Moreover, based on observa-
tions from extant9,31 and palaeo32 ice stream beds, diamictons are
typically porous and weak, with the water content close to the
liquid limit and therefore precluding folding or thrusting.
The preservation of the OPIS MSGLs, coupled with the
homogenous and massive architecture of the diamicton, and the
rare presence of postformational periglacial, glacioﬂuvial and
ﬂuvial disturbances demonstrates that these landforms and their
internal structure reﬂect basal processes occurring beneath the
active ice rather than in ice-marginal or proglacial settings.
The vertical and horizontal consistency of the clast macro-
and microfabrics indicates that the diamicton has experienced
pervasive shearing. Theoretical10, experimental33,34 and empirical
data7,11,35 indicate that the depth of deformation in (Coulomb
plastic) diamicton is likely to be less than a few decimetres.
Pervasive deformation to greater depths could theoretically be
achieved under three conditions: ploughing by clasts held in the
basal ice11, bridging across grain networks36,37 or shearing zone
migration due to water pressure ﬂuctuations10. All three
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Figure 7 | Petrographic composition of all samples A1 to Z5. The diagram, which shows the content of weathering-resistant components at every site
(per letter code, y-axis) and depth interval (per number code, increasing depth, y-axis), demonstrates consistency across and within sites.
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conditions require the presence of a coarse-grained diamicton
and/or large clasts, neither of which are found in the OPIS bed.
Furthermore, under conditions of clast ploughing or grain
bridging, a thick deforming layer should theoretically display a
decreasing-with-depth strain proﬁle, which could be expected to
be detected by changes in granulometry, petrography or fabric
strength; however, this was not found. As such, our interpretation
is that ice stream ﬂow over the sediment was sustained
by pervasive deformation in a thin shearing zone, with the
41.4-m-thick homogenized diamicton being the product of
continuous subglacial accretion38. Under these conditions, the
homogeneity of the sediment body and the lack of outcrop scale
glacitectonism suggest a constant supply of sediment and largely
invariant boundary conditions such as basal water pressure, basal
temperature and sediment strain rate.
Two possible scenarios might be envisaged to link the
sedimentary processes to the formation of the MSGLs. One
scenario is that pervasive deformation of the bed was
concomitant with the formation of the MSGLs, with the
implication that the origin of these landforms is constructional
during bed accretion. The other scenario is that the strain
signature was previously imposed on the sediment and a later
phase of ice stream ﬂow generated the MSGLs by erosion. The
sedimentological characteristics (weak and inconsistent fabric,
facies variability and the presence of sediment rafts) found on at
least one palaeo ice stream bed39, resting on the hard bedrock of
the Canadian Shield, partially support the erosional hypothesis.
However, none of these characteristics have been veriﬁed in the
OPIS bed, which rests on a thick sequence of ‘soft’ Quaternary
deposits. Some theories of MSGL formation have advocated
erosion of the bed either by ice keels (groove-ploughing theory18)
or water ﬂow (megaﬂood19 or rilling instability20 theories). Sites
T, X, Y and Z represent a transect from the crest to near the
bottom of the trough and show the same sediment granulometry,
demonstrating no depletion of ﬁnes related to ﬂowing water, even
towards the base of the troughs. Combined with an absence of
any meltwater-related deposits, these observations question the
idea of MSGL formation by ﬂowing subglacial water or rilling
erosion. The groove-ploughing theory18 suggests that basal ice
keels are formed either by ice streaming over rough bedrock
upstream of the MSGLs or by an area of ﬂow convergence.
However, the thick sequence of Quaternary sediments in the
studied region must have precluded the formation of
bedrock-related ice keels and detailed reconstructions provide
no evidence of ice ﬂow convergence21,23. The theory also
suggests that during the formation of the MSGLs, sediment is
redistributed from the landform trough to the ﬂanks. As
diamicton is squeezed laterally into intervening ridges, a
herringbone signature is generated in the fabric18. Although it
is possible that the greater strain in the downﬂow direction
might partially mask it, no evidence of any systematic variation in
fabric was found across the OPIS MSGLs, vertically or
horizontally, both at the macro and at the microscale. The
groove-ploughing theory also predicts that MSGLs width
increases and their height decreases downstream, as ice keels
melt due to frictional heating18. However, the (modest)
morphometric variability of the OPIS MSGLs shows no
evidence of downstream changes. Taken together, these
observations provide little support for the formation of the
OPIS MSGLs via an erosional mechanism, thus suggesting that
pervasive deformation of the bed was concomitant with the
evolution of the MSGLs. Indeed, micro and macrofabric, at all
sites and depths, have the same orientation as the MSGL main
axes. Had the strain signature been previously imposed on the
sediment, this correspondence would require the earlier ice ﬂow
to have had the exact same orientation of the subsequent
(topographically unconstrained) ice stream that eroded the
MSGLs. Instead, the observations are more easily explained by
sediment deposition being coeval with landform shaping, with
MSGLs representing constructional features.
Although the actual process of moulding the bed into the
ice-ﬂow parallel ridges and troughs (MSGLs) remains elusive, the
data presented here indicate that they were formed through
continuous sediment accumulation. Thus, to generate an uneven
topography, a higher rate of accretion must have selectively
occurred towards the crests of the MSGLs. Signiﬁcantly, this
study demonstrates that the OPIS MSGLs record ice stream
ﬂow via thin-skinned deformation, under largely invariant
sedimentary and hydrological basal conditions. Speciﬁcally,
indicative of an inefﬁcient, distributed drainage system are the
continuity of the MSGLs with a lack of evidence for a major
meltwater drainage network; the homogeneity of the diamicton,
that is, no depletion of ﬁnes; and the absence of deformational
structures related to water pressure ﬂuctuations and eluviation40.
The MSGLs analysed here are morphologically similar to those
of many other settings worldwide24. Their sedimentology is also
compatible with most other studies of soft ice stream beds41 and,
in particular, with the geophysical and borehole observations of
an unconsolidated, porous diamicton corresponding to the
acoustically transparent seismic horizon that characterizes most
Antarctic ice stream beds32,42. Given the widespread presence of
MSGLs associated with soft-bedded ice streams, this work has
fundamental implications for the interpretation and modelling of
ice stream dynamics; in particular, ice stream basal motion on
soft sediment beds is accommodated by plastic deformation of a
thin layer of sediment and facilitated by continuous sediment
supply and an inefﬁcient drainage system.
Methods
Field work and macroscale analyses. Detailed investigations were focussed on
ten sites located across the best-preserved part of the OPIS MSGL ﬁeld, including
ridge crests (sites A, B, C, D, E, K and T; Fig. 1) and ﬂanks (T, X, Y and Z; Fig. 1).
A trench 6- to 10-m-long, 2- to 3-m-wide and 3- to 5-m deep was opened at each
site (Fig. 1). Field work was carried out in three campaigns during the summers of
2011, 2012 and 2013, whereas laboratory analyses were conducted in 2013 and
2014. Macro-sedimentological analyses were carried out on a free face, usually
parallel to the MSGL long axis within each trench. The free face was initially
cleaned, with a stratigraphic log and an annotated sketch of the section made.
The face was then subdivided into 10-cm-thick sample sections at vertical intervals
of 20 cm working from the base of the modern soil to the bottom of the trench,
1.2–1.4m below, giving 5–6 intervals per site and 59 in total. Clast a axis mac-
rofabric measurements were carried out on clasts with an elongation ratio of at
least 2:1 (a:b). All visible elongated clasts were measured, typically with an a axis
length range of 5–20mm. Clasts were measured at each depth interval across an
exposed surface of about 30 10 cm. The fabric measurements were undertaken by
multiple operators at each site, with usually one operator per sampled interval.
Samples were also collected for quantitative petrographic and granulometric
characterization, which was carried out at the sedimentological laboratory of the
Department of Geoscience, Aarhus University, Denmark. In addition, samples
were collected for micromorphology and X-ray tomography analyses.
Morphometric analysis of the MSGLs was carried out with ArcGIS on a 5-m
resolution digital terrain model, using standard techniques24.
Thin-section analysis. Samples for the thin sections were collected at all sampling
sites and depths with standard kubiena tins. Thin sections, prepared using standard
methods developed at the Centre for Micromorphology, Royal Holloway,
University of London, were taken within approximately ±5 of the MSGL long
axes. The cutting plane for thin sectioning was oriented parallel to the MSGL long
axis. The thin sections were examined using a standard Zeiss petrological micro-
scope. Detailed microstructural maps and quantitative data for the clast micro-
fabrics developed within the diamicton were obtained by ﬁrst scanning the thin
sections at high resolution and then importing these into a computer graphics
package.
3D X-ray lCT analysis. This technique permits the imaging of the properties of
sediments at high resolution, recording variations in material density and atomic
weight, which are partitioned by the user into bulk phases, each representing a
different component of the sample43. In this study the focus has been on deriving
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3D microscale particle fabric data, an example of which can be seen in Fig. 6.
Samples for 3D X-ray mCT scanning were collected at all sampling sites and depths,
recovering undisturbed samples within 60-mm-long, 40-mm-diameter plastic
piping. Sealed samples were scanned on a Nikon X-Tek XT-H 225 Micro-CT
system at the Centre for Micromorphology, Queen Mary University of London,
with a voxel size of volumetric reconstructions of 62.5 mm. Three-dimensional
microfabric analysis was undertaken on all data sets. The heterogeneity of
glacigenic sediments analysed in this study offers particular challenges for the
identiﬁcation and segmentation of particles representing mixed mineral
assemblages using mCT. Consequently, a machine-learning tool44,45 has been
applied to data sets (n¼ 53), enabling systematic, objective and robust
identiﬁcation of all particles with b axis4250 mm (Fig. 6a). Object-based analysis46
permits extraction of azimuth and dip of the a axis of all particles with an a:b axial
ratio41.5:1 (Fig. 6c). The resulting data sets overcome the sample size weaknesses
associated with macroscale clast fabric analysis47, by generating large data
populations (typically two to three orders of magnitude greater than for clast
macrofabric) that can be partitioned and interrogated in detail (Fig. 6c).
GPR analysis. GPR acquisitions were carried out along and across the MSGLs
long axes, with proﬁles usually located near the trenches used for the sedimento-
logical analyses, using an IDS Radar System (www.ids-spa.it). Acquisitions were
made with a monostatic transmitting and receiving 40MHz (nominal peak
frequency) unshielded antennae and 200MHz shielded antennae. A total of 12
GPR proﬁles were acquired, some as long as 1,200m, covering a total surveyed
length of 10,300m; most proﬁles were repeated with both antennas. Data for the
40-MHz survey were captured in step collection mode with a step length of 1m,
whereas a continuous mode acquisition was adopted for the 200MHz survey, with
a step length of 0.25m. Conﬁguration for both data acquisitions provided 1,024
samples per scan in a time window of 200 ns. A standard processing sequence was
applied to the raw data to adjust GPR traces to a common time-zero position, ﬁlter
out noise and gain attenuated GPR signals. Speciﬁcally, a horizontal running
average ﬁlter was applied to remove the saturation effect caused by Tx–Rx direct
coupling. A subtraction of the mean trace to the data set (background removal) was
applied to ﬁlter out continuous ﬂat reﬂections caused by multiple reﬂections
between the antenna, the operators and the ground surface. This ﬁlter was applied
to the data from the 40MHz survey and limited to the ﬁrst 10 ns, to avoid dis-
rupting reﬂections from continuous ﬂat layers below the surface. Following a
spectral analysis of measured signals, a band-pass ﬁlter (21-38-110-156) was
applied, to remove undesired frequencies coming from instrumental and
environmental noise. To enhance the visibility of deeper reﬂections due to signal
attenuation, a gain function, increasing linearly with depth, was applied. The
availability of water table depths along the GPR proﬁle (measured by augering)
allowed calibration and to convert the arrival times of reﬂected radar waves to
depth below surface. Calibrations based on each auger sample, with an
instrumental accuracy of ±15 cm, were consistent with each other and indicated
an EM wave velocity of B6 cmns 1, in line with the velocity usually deﬁned for
this type of sediment in unsaturated conditions. This value was used for the
time-to-depth conversion for all 40MHz radargrams. The existence, in the
200-MHz acquisitions, of some diffraction hyperbola allowed adoption of the
synthetic hyperbola method. An estimated EM wave velocity of about 8 cmns 1
was consistently found and applied to all 200MHz proﬁles.
References
1. Rignot, E. et al. Recent Antarctic ice mass loss from radar interferometry and
regional climate modelling. Nat. Geosci. 1, 106–110 (2008).
2. Bamber, J. L., Vaughan, D. G. & Joughin, I. Widespread complex ﬂow in the
interior of the Antarctic Ice Sheet. Science 287, 1248–1250 (2000).
3. Bennett, M. R. Ice streams as the arteries of an ice sheet: their mechanics,
stability and signiﬁcance. Earth Sci. Rev. 61, 309–339 (2003).
4. Engelhardt, H. Basal sliding of Ice Stream B, West Antarctica. J. Glaciol. 44,
223–230 (1998).
5. Engelhardt, H. & Kamb, B. Basal hydraulic system of a West Antarctic ice
stream: constraints from borehole observations. J. Glaciol. 43, 207–230 (1997).
6. Tulaczyk, S. M., Kamb, B. & Engelhardt, H. Basal mechanics of Ice Stream B: I.
Till mechanics. J. Geophys. Res. 105, 463–481 (2000).
7. Piotrowski, J. A., Larsen, N. K. & Junge, F. W. Reﬂections on soft subglacial
beds as a mosaic of deforming and stable spots. Quat. Sci. Rev. 23, 993–1000
(2004).
8. Blankenship, D. D., Bentley, C. R., Rooney, S. T. & Alley, R. B. Seismic
measurements reveal a saturated porous layer beneath an active Antarctic ice
stream. Nature 322, 54–57 (1986).
9. Alley, R. B., Blankenship, D. D., Bentley, C. R. & Rooney, S. T. Deformation of
till beneath ice stream B, West Antarctica. Nature 322, 57–59 (1986).
10. Tulaczyk, S. Ice sliding over weak, ﬁne-grained tills: dependence of ice-till
interactions on till granulometry. Special Papers Geological Society of America
337, 159–177 (1999).
11. Piotrowski, J. A., Mickelson, D. M., Tulaczyk, S., Krzyszkowski, D. & Junge, F.
Were subglacial deforming beds beneath past ice sheets really widespread?
Quatern. Int. 86, 139–150 (2001).
12. Ritz, C. et al. Potential sea-level rise from Antarctic ice-sheet instability
constrained by observations. Nature 528, 115–118 (2015).
13. Clark, C. D. Mega-scale glacial lineations and cross-cutting ice-ﬂow landforms.
Earth Surf. Proc. Land. 18, 1–29 (1993).
14. King, E. C., Hindmarsh, R. C. A. & Stokes, C. R. Formation of mega-scale
glacial lineations observed beneath a West Antarctic ice stream. Nat. Geosci. 2,
585–588 (2009).
15. Canals, M., Urgeles, R. & Calafat, A. M. Deep sea-ﬂoor evidence of past ice
streams off the Antarctic Peninsula. Geology 28, 31–34 (2000).
16. Stokes, C. R. & Clark, C. D. Palaeo-ice streams. Quat. Sci. Rev. 20, 1437–1457
(2001).
17. Ottesen, D., Dowdeswell, J. A. & Rise, L. Submarine landforms and the
reconstruction of fast-ﬂowing ice streams within a large Quaternary ice sheet:
the 2500-km-long Norwegian–Svalbard margin (57–801N). Geol. Soc. Am. Bull.
117, 1033–1050 (2005).
18. Clark, C. D., Tulaczyk, S. M., Stokes, C. R. & Canals, M. A groove-ploughing
theory for the production of mega-scale glacial lineations, and implications for
ice-stream mechanics. J. Glaciol. 49, 240–256 (2003).
19. Shaw, J., Pugin, A. & Young, R. R. A meltwater origin for Antarctic shelf
bedforms with special attention to megalineations. Geomorphology 102,
364–375 (2008).
20. Fowler, A. C. The formation of subglacial streams and mega-scale glacial
lineations. Proc. R. Soc. A 466, 3181–3201 (2010).
21. Punkari, M. Glacial and glaciofuvial deposits in the interlobate areas of the
Scandinavian Ice Sheet. Quat. Sci. Rev 16, 741–753 (1997).
22. Kozarski, S. Time and dynamics of the last Scandinavian ice-sheet retreat from
northwestern Poland. Geogr. Pol. 55, 91–101 (1988).
23. Przybylski, B. Geomorphic traces of a Weichselian ice stream in the
Wielkopolska Lowland, western Poland. Boreas 37, 286–296 (2008).
24. Spagnolo, M. et al. Size, shape and spatial arrangement of mega-scale glacial
lineations. Earth Surf. Proc. Land. 39, 1432–1448 (2014).
25. Benn, D. I. Fabric shape and the interpretation of sedimentary fabric data.
J. Sediment. Res. A 64, 910–915 (1994).
26. Phillips, E. R., van der Meer, J. J. M. & Ferguson, A. A new ‘microstructural
mapping’ methodology for the identiﬁcation and analysis of microfabrics
within glacial sediments. Quat. Sci. Rev. 30, 2570–2596 (2011).
27. Neudorf, C. M., Brennand, T. A. & Lian, O. B. Comparisons between macro-
and microfabrics in a pebble-rich, sandy till deposited by the Cordilleran Ice
Sheet. Boreas 44, 483–501 (2015).
28. Piotrowski, J. A. in Formation and Deformation of Glacial Deposits. (eds
Warren, W. P. & Croot, D.) 3–8 (Balkema, Rotterdam, 1994).
29. Piotrowski, J. A. Tunnel-valley formation in northwest Germany—geology,
mechanisms of formation and subglacial bed conditions for the Bornho¨ved
Tunnel Valley. Sediment. Geol. 89, 107–141 (1994).
30. Kjaer, K. H., Houmark-Nielsen, M. & Richardt, N. Ice-ﬂow patterns and
dispersal of erratics at the southwestern margin of the last Scandinavian Ice
Sheet: signature of palaeo-ice streams. Boreas 32, 130–148 (2003).
31. Tulaczyk, S., Kamb, B., Scherer, R. P. & Engelhardt, H. F. Sedimentary
processes at the base of a West Antarctic ice stream: constraints from textural
and compositional properties of subglacial debris. J. Sediment. Res. 68, 487–496
(1998).
32. O´ Cofaigh, C., Evans, J., Dowdeswell, J. A. & Larter, R. Till characteristics,
genesis and transport beneath Antarctic paleo-ice streams. J. Geophys. Res. 112,
F03006 (2007).
33. Iverson, N. R., Hooyer, T. S. & Baker, R. W. Ring-shear studies of till
deformation: Coulomb-plastic behavior and distributed strain in glacier beds.
J. Glaciol. 44, 634–642 (1998).
34. Iverson, N. R. Shear resistance and continuity of subglacial till: hydrology rules.
J. Glaciol. 56, 1104–1114 (2011).
35. Cuffey, K. M. & Paterson, W. S. B. The Physics of Glaciers Fourth Edition
(Academic Press, Oxford, 2010).
36. Hooke, R. L. & Iverson, N. R. Grain-size distribution in deforming subglacial
tills: role of grain fracture. Geology 23, 57–60 (1995).
37. Iverson, N. R., Hooyer, T. S. & Hooke, R. LeB. A laboratory study of sediment
deformation, stress heterogeneity and grain-size evolution. Ann. Glaciol. 22,
167–175 (1996).
38. Larsen, N. K., Piotrowski, J. A. & Kronborg, C. A multiproxy study of a basal
till: a time-transgressive accretion and deformation hypothesis. J. Quat. Sci. 19,
9–21 (2004).
39. O´ Cofaigh, C., Stokes, C. R., Lian, O. B., Clark, C. D. & Tulaczyk, S.
Formation of mega-scale glacial lineations on the Dubawnt Lake Ice
Stream bed: 2. Sedimentology and stratigraphy. Quat. Sci. Rev. 77, 210–227
(2013).
40. Hubbard, B., Sharp, M. J., Willis, I. C., Nielsen, M. K. & Smart, C. C.
Borehole water-level variations and the structure of the subglacial hydrological
system of Haut Glacier d’Arolla, Valais, Switzerland. J. Glaciol. 41, 572–583
(1995).
ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms10723
10 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | 7:10723 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms10723 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications
41. Alley, R. B. Deforming-bed origin for southern Laurentide till sheets? J. Glaciol.
37, 67–76 (1991).
42. Wellner, J. S., Lowe, A. L., Shipp, S. S. & Anderson, J. B. Distribution of glacial
geomorphic features on the Antarctic continental shelf and correlation with
substrate: implications for ice behaviour. J. Glaciol. 47, 397–411 (2001).
43. Cnudde, V. & Boone, M. N. High-resolution X-ray computed tomography in
geosciences: a review of the current technology and applications. Earth Sci. Rev.
123, 1–17 (2013).
44. Schindelin, J. et al. Fiji: an open-source platform for biological image analysis.
Nat. Methods 9, 676–682 (2012).
45. Arganda-Carreras, I., Cardona, A., Kaynig, V. & Schindelin, J. Trainable weka
segmentation http://ﬁji.sc/Trainable_Weka_Segmentation (2015).
46. Ketcham, R. A. Three-dimensional grain fabric measurements using high-
resolution X-ray computed tomography. J. Struct. Geol. 27, 1217–1228 (2005).
47. Chandler, D. M. & Hubbard, B. Quantifying sample bias in clast fabric
measurements. Sedimentology 55, 925–938 (2008).
Acknowledgements
The research was funded by the NE/J004766/1 UK NERC New Investigator grant
awarded to M.S. and, in addition, by the Danish Agency for Science, Technology and
Innovation grant 272-06-0450 to J.A.P. J.C.E. thanks the Denisons for funding his PhD.
We thank Dr Adrian Palmer for the careful preparation of the thin sections; Dr Dmitri
Mauquoy for assistance with the statistical analysis of the samples; Lucy Diggens for the
CT scanning and volume reconstruction; the laboratory staff at the Department of
Geoscience, Aarhus University, for the sedimentological analyses; and the cartographers at
the School of Geosciences, University of Aberdeen, for the drawing of some of the ﬁgures.
Author contributions
M.S., J.A.P., C.D.C. and C.R.S. conceived the project. M.S. led the project and wrote
the initial version of the manuscript, subsequently improved by the contribution of all
co-authors. E.P., J.A.P., B.R.R., C.D.C. and C.R.S. substantially contributed to the
interpretation of the data. E.P. analysed the thin sections. J.A.P. analysed the granulo-
metry and petrography of the samples. S.J.C. analysed the X-ray mCT. A.R. analysed the
GPR data. M.S., J.A.P., B.R.R., J.C.E., A.R., W.W. and I.S. carried out ﬁeld work.
Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/
naturecommunications
Competing ﬁnancial interests: The authors declare no competing ﬁnancial interests.
Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/
reprintsandpermissions/
How to cite this article: Spagnolo, M. et al. Ice stream motion facilitated by a shallow-
deforming and accreting bed. Nat. Commun. 7:10723 doi: 10.1038/ncomms10723 (2016).
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise
in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license,
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms10723 ARTICLE
NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | 7:10723 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms10723 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 11
